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Superior customer experiences are essential in gaining customer loyalty and achieving a 
competitive advantage. However, there is still a limited understanding of this subject due to its 
complexity and multidimensional nature. The advancing digitalization in the retail and service 
industries calls for the development of holistic management concepts and practices. The purpose 
of this paper is to analyze customer experience from a management perspective and clarify key 
research challenges.
1. Introduction 
Customer Experience Management (CXM) has become one of the most important research 
challenges in marketing. Previous work has focused primarily on specific elements related to 
Customer Experience (CX) such as buying behavior models and relationship marketing. Relatively 
few publications take a holistic view of the entire experience, let alone of the management of such a 
complex construct. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) define CX as “a multidimensional construct focusing 
on a customer’s cognitive, emotional, behavioral, sensorial, and social responses to a firm’s offer-
ings during the customer’s entire purchase journey” (p.71), and the marketing field is still in the 
early phase of exploring and conceptualizing CX Management (CXM) as well as investigating how 
individual elements are organized and related. Accordingly, the management of such experiences 
include its planning, implementation, measurement, and adaptation.
This paper discusses CXM from the perspective of continuous improvement, providing an over-
view of key terms and challenges which are relevant in each step of the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) 
management cycle. While the concept originates from the manufacturing industry and became an 
essential tool for quality control and lean production within the last few decades, the basic principles 
of continuous improvement have been applied to marketing processes as well, such as in product 
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development and service marketing (Lodgaard, Gamme and Aasland, 2013; Smith, 2006). Process 
management generally sets an expected target performance and subsequently develops a plan to 
achieve the target performance by providing necessary resources, ensuring proper implementation, 
controlling and verifying using a feedback system, and finally improving and adjusting business 
activities as needed ( Jeston, 2014). While the PDCA cycle still needs to be scientifically tested and 
validated in the context of CXM, the process-based nature of the CXM model proposed by Lemon 
and Verhoef (2016) allows for an initial discussion of related issues and challenges in each step of 
the cycle.
2. Management of Customer Experiences
2.1 Plan (Designing customer journeys)
When being asked to think about a recent experience with a product, retailer, service or 
brand, one may remember a specific situation and point in time during the purchase process, or 
a chronicle of events that accumulate to extended experiences. Customer experience consists of 
various touch points, or points in time when a customer gets in touch with any part of the product, 
service, brand or organization, across multiple channels (Pantano and Milena, 2015). During these 
touch points, customers perceive and/ or engage in information, products, and services that are 
part of or related to a firm’s offering. Stein and Ramaseshan (2016) analyzed customer narratives of 
experiences with retailers and found seven distinct elements of customer experience touch points, 
which are atmospheric (e.g. ambience and store layout), technological (ease of use of technology 
during an encounter), communicative (content and messages provided by the retailer), process 
(actions or steps by customers to achieve an outcome), employee–customer interaction (direct 
or indirect), customer–customer interaction (direct or indirect) and product interaction (direct or 
indirect, with the core tangible or intangible product).
Specific touch points which stand out because of positive or negative reasons (e.g. an unex-
pected reward given to a loyal customer, or an exceptionally unfriendly receptionist during a hotel 
check-in) may clearly mark memories about an experience. However, scholars argue that customers 
also organize a complex sequence of events and their reactions to these events into a meaningful 
whole (Padgett and Allen, 1997). For managers, this means that in order to create meaningful, 
compelling and memorable experiences, touch points need to be carefully interlinked to form a 
clear narrative. This customer journey is defined as the modeling of the sequence of events through 
which customers may interact with a service organization (Rosenbaum, Otalora and Ramírez, 2017), 
and looks at touchpoints both in the order they occur from the customer perspective and how 
they create a continuous narrative when progressing through the purchase stages (Marutschke, 
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Gournelos and Ray, 2019).
Due to the multidimensional nature of CX, there are an almost infinite number of possibilities 
to link touch points together. First, the time dimension needs to be considered which defines the 
order and speed of touchpoints. Some customers may move through the journey faster or slower, 
and may even skip or reorganize certain touchpoints. For example, a customer who considers 
buying a car might already have collected and reviewed a lot of information about a specific model 
through various sources before visiting a car dealer. This customer is less likely to be interested in 
an extended product explanation during the sales talk and may prefer to do a test drive right away. 
Second, technological progress enables customers to interact with companies through different 
channels, media, and devices, which requires companies to predict how customers use them in 
each step of the purchase process, and to seamlessly integrate touchpoints across technologies. 
Touch points also may not always be company owned, such as peer-to-peer interactions (e.g., on 
social media) and partner-owned touch points (e.g., airline vs. airports) which creates a challenge 
for management to effectively plan and control them. Although the CXM literature tends to include 
only company owned touchpoints when conceptualizing experiences, Baxendale, Macdonald, and 
Wilson (2015) have shown that positivity of not only brand owner touchpoints, but also retail touch-
points and third-party touchpoints, have a significant impact on the change in brand consideration. 
Lastly, individual circumstances (e.g., whether someone in the consideration phase relies on online 
word-of-mouth or prefers to ask people he trusts such as friends and colleagues) and the level of 
involvement may have an impact on the preferred path a customer takes for his journey.
The planning phase begins with the creation of a compelling touchpoint architecture. Dhebar 
(2013) suggests drawing up customer touchpoint blueprints which cover nine generic stages 
of a customer’s purchase experience. Three are identified for the pre-purchase stage (problem 
awareness, problem analysis, solution selection), one for the purchase stage (purchase) and five 
for the post-purchase stage lower case letter (delivery, use, supplements, maintenance, disposal). 
For each of these touch points, organizations need to identify the functional and emotional needs 
of the customer and how touchpoints are interlinked. In recent years, customer journey mapping 
has become a popular tool to plan the customer’s experience (Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Halvorsrud, 
Kvale, and Følstad, 2016). These journey maps visualize in detail how customers interact with a 
firm in time and across channels, platforms, and devices. However, the level of detail needs to be 
carefully considered by management. Aiming for maximum accuracy in the representation of a 
real experience by incorporating every nuance is not only difficult to implement and control, but 
also may lead to inflexibility to adjust to individual customer needs or situations. Instead, these 
maps should represent a typical experience for a pre-defined group of target customers that are 
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considered to be the most responsive and engaging customers for such a journey. Whether there 
is an optimal customer journey or not is still unanswered and is one of the key questions in the 
research agenda (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
2.2 Do (Implementation and standardization)
Compared to the number of publications on conceptualizing CXM and customer journeys, 
little contribution has been made to understand how to create a touch point journey orientation 
throughout the entire organization and how to implement the required processes and activities on 
site. Some case studies elaborate the design process in more detail by using customer feedback or 
insights from customer journey design workshops such as in the improvement of emotional experi-
ences of the train journey (Van Hagen and Bron, 2014) or in the journey design for mobile services 
(Moon, Han, Chun, and Hong, 2016). However, the optimal way to implement CX is still a point of 
debate, although the ability to do so is considered to be a critical success factor. A careful elabora-
tion of the technological, organizational, and process-oriented requirements is needed to implement 
customer journeys that meet or exceed customer expectations.
Gronroos (1988) has defined six criteria of good perceived ser vice quality, which are 
professionalism and skills (ability to solve customer problems in a professional way), attitudes and 
behavior (genuine interest and concern to help the customer), accessibility and flexibility (ability 
to respond and adjust to the customer demands), reliability and trustworthiness (keep promises 
and perform in the best interest of the customer), recovery (taking corrective actions  if something 
unpredictable happens), and reputation and credibility (provide a sense of trust and good image). 
As one can see, these criteria focus on human behavior and attitudes which are valid for personal 
interactions in a service encounter and which are under the control of the service provider. Due 
to the complexity and the multi-dimensional nature of CX, however, more research has to be 
done to identify criteria of positively perceived experiences, starting from the early stages of the 
consideration phase until long after a purchase has been made.
Another point to consider is how to maintain stability (reduce variability) in the customer 
journey, similar to quality control in product and service marketing, and if such stability is even 
desirable. The Japanese management principle of continuous improvement (kaizen) has proposed 
standards to reduce variability at operator work process level, consisting of indirect system stan-
dards (e.g., for skills, organization, information and communication) and direct standard operating 
procedures (SOPs) (Berger, 1997). However, applying these ideas to the field of CXM raises the 
question to what extent experiences should to be standardized in order to maintain a pre-defined 
level of “experience quality.” In the context of service marketing, on site store operations can be 
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standardized with the development of manuals and guidelines and executed with proper training 
of staff members, because the path customers take in the journey, and their expectations, are 
relatively straightforward. For example, customers visiting a fast food store have specific expecta-
tions towards the fast food chain regarding customer handling (e.g., waiting time, how and where to 
order) as well as customer treatment (e.g., friendliness of staff, greeting the customer), regardless 
of when or where a purchase is made. The definition of a “standard experience” becomes more 
difficult when considering the various possibilities of connecting touch points across all purchase 
stages and channels. One has to keep in mind that customers can now choose what path of the 
journey they want to take in order to engage with a product, service, or brand, and these paths can 
differ greatly.
2.3 Check (Assessing and monitoring experience)
“Check” is primarily concerned with how to assess and monitor customer experience in a 
way that takes its multidimensional nature into consideration. In fact, Lemon and Verhoef (2016) 
emphasize the “need for the development of scales for measuring customer experience across the 
entire customer journey” (p. 88). Ideally, such scales combined with the right communication plat-
forms would enable managers to gather customer feedback data which can be used to continually 
interpret and enrich customer journeys. However, there is no consensus yet on good measurements 
and performance indicators.
The literature points to four established metrics and measurement methods. The first is 
Customer Satisfaction (CS) which is used in many industries at both aggregate and attribute level. 
CS points to the performance of a product, service, or sales experience assessed by a customer 
in comparison with a standard (Bolton and Drew, 1991; Spreng and Mackoy, 1996). However, one 
critical problem is that CS research focuses on specific stages of the customer journey or certain 
channels, such as after-sales (service satisfaction) and channel (channel satisfaction). CS can be 
used to measure the performance of individual touchpoints but is less suitable to analyze how 
they are perceived over time and as a narrative. The second established score is Customer Loyalty 
(CL), which assesses the intention of customers to repurchase a product, service or brand, or the 
likeliness that they will recommend it to friends or colleagues. Reichheld (2003) developed the Net 
Promoter Score (NPS) which became a popular metric across industries due to its simple structure 
consisting of a limited set of 8 survey questions. However, repurchase and recommendation is a 
forward-looking concept which may be used to make predictions for the next purchase cycle but 
provides few insights about the actual performance of customer journeys. More specifically, obtain-
ing detail insights about the reasons for low or high loyalty levels is not possible without gathering 
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additional customer feedback. The third metric is Customer Effort Score (CES), which assesses the 
amount of work customers must do to get a problem solved in a service encounter (Dixon, Free-
man, and Toman, 2010; Cardozo, 1965). CES has gained in popularity more recently and is used 
by market research companies as a basis to develop customer-oriented metrics. However, it tends 
to focus on problems in service and after-sales encounters, i.e., how difficult it is for customers 
to solve a problem in a service encounter. CES also lacks a well-defined theoretical framework, 
and the definition of “effort” is inconsistent in the literature since the term can have both positive 
and negative implications (Marutschke et al., 2019). Lastly, Customer Engagement (CE) is often 
mentioned in the context of CX, which is defined as the “intensity of an individual’s participation in 
and connection with an organization’s offerings and/or organizational activities” (Shiri, Sharon and 
Morgan, 2012, p. 127). In other words, this measurement method tries to identify to what extent 
customers proactively participate in high- or low-involvement offerings, as well as provider- or 
customer-initiated activities. This method might provide insights into the vividness of interactions 
between providers and customers, but is insufficient to provide an overall understanding of the 
customer journey across all purchase stages.
In the last few years, holistic measurement methods and metrics have been proposed by the 
omni-channel literature. For example, Huré, Picot-Coupey, and Ackermann (2017) include seamless-
ness (perception of fluidity and absence of barriers when moving from one channel to another) 
and perceived consistency (perceived coherence by consumers of the retailing mix of touch points) 
in their value model (Melero, Sese, and Verhoef, 2016; Picot-Coupey, Huré, and Piveteau, 2016; 
Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman, 2015). However, one has to note that multichannel research builds on 
the traditional purchase funnel which considers multiple phases a customer moves through in the 
process from search to purchase. A measurement capable of assessing the rich, multidimensional 
nature of experiences over time is still missing. Marutschke et al. (2019) propose a framework 
for an integrated and holistic approach to measuring challenges that impede the “fluency” of 
experiences and result in what is called “friction.” This concept incorporates insights from the 
engineering, consumer behavior and omni-channel literature, but still needs to be field-tested and 
validated for different types of customer journeys.
The myriad possibilities and paths customers may take in their journey makes it a challenging 
task to gain meaningful insights for improvement. Another issue is how much burden companies 
should put on customers to collect feedback. Nowadays, customers are already constantly asked to 
participate in various CS or CL surveys or to give ad-hoc feedback (e.g., pop-up windows in mobile 
apps). If not conducted carefully, a continuous multi-dimensional assessment of customer journeys 
would lead to long questionnaires and huge datasets, which may not only annoy customers but 
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also make it difficult for management to collect and analyze reliable data. The “check” step should 
therefore elaborate the reduction of respondent burden without compromising the quality of 
the feedback data. New technologies such as AI and blockchain technology may be the basis for 
developing more automatic and non-intrusive ways of data collection, which could provide insights 
on why and how certain customer journeys are inferior or superior. This is a promising research 
area which could give managers the tools to create a new generation of customer experience data 
and to seamlessly integrate them into the improvement cycle.
2.4 Act/Adjust (Incremental improvement and radical innovation of experiences)
The last step of the PDCA management cycle refers to the quality improvement (innovation) of 
customer journeys, i.e., the continuous adaptation of touch points and to meet the dynamic changes 
of customer needs. Homburg, Jozić, and Kuehnl (2017) point to several firms which created a sys-
tem of touchpoint journey monitoring and which gather and interpret data from in-depth customer 
research to enrich or refine touch points.
To continuously adapt and improve customer journeys, companies need to correctly interpret 
feedback data and enrich them with other touch-point performance indicators as well as insights 
from experts, third parties and in-depth consumer research. For example, scholars raise the impor-
tance of using more in-depth approaches including customer advisory boards (Loudon and Carter, 
2013) and observational data (Hui et al., 2013). The case studies mentioned above (Van Hagen and 
Bron, 2014, Moon et al., 2016) describe workshops in which customers are invited into the review 
process and discussion of improvement opportunities. This means that journeys are co-created with 
and co-tested by actual customers.
There are still open questions that need to be addressed in the Act/Adjust step. The CXM 
literature has provided little contribution to the proposal of an optimal organizational structure and 
interdepartmental communication for interpreting and improving CX. This question is particularly 
pressing as fast-paced technological progress, real-time big data processing for instantaneous 
marketing decisions, and growing expectations for fast and reliable services require a rapid 
improvement cycle. Companies need to develop teams that proactively seek opportunities for 
improvement, and which can rapidly design and test prototypes of new customer journeys. More 
research also needs to be done to understand when and how touchpoint journeys should be either 
incrementally adapted or radically renewed. Insights from such research would help companies to 
reorganize and optimally utilize teams that adapt or propose new journeys reliably.
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3. Conclusion
The design, implementation, assessment and modification of customer journeys have become 
a key research challenge in the marketing literature. This paper takes a management oriented view 
on customer experiences and discusses research challenges regarding customer journeys in each 
step of the PDCA cycle. Insights from the discussion may give new impulse for researchers and 
practitioners in their quest to understand and create compelling, engaging and memorable experi-
ences for customers.
References
Baxendale, S., Macdonald, E. K., Wilson, H. N. (2015). The Impact of Different Touchpoints on Brand 
Consideration. Journal of Retailing , 91 (2), 235 -253.
Berger, A. (1997). Continuous improvement and kaizen: standardization and organizational designs. 
Integrated Manufacturing Systems, 8 (2), 110 -117.
Bolton, R. N., & Drew, J. H. (1991). A Multistage Model of Customers’ Assessments of Service Quality and 
Value. The Journal of Consumer Research, 17(4), 375 -384. 
Cardozo, R. N. (1965). An Experimental Study of Customer Effort, Expectation, and Satisfaction. JMR, 
Journal of Marketing Research, 2(3), 244 -249. 
Dhebar, A. (2013). Toward a compelling customer touchpoint architecture. Business Horizons, 56, 199 -205.
Dixon, M., Freeman, K., & Toman, N. (2010). Stop Trying to Delight Your Customers. Harvard Business 
Review, July-August Issue.
Gronroos, C. (1988). Service Quality: The Six Criteria of Good Perceived Service Quality. Review of Business, 
9, 10 -13.
Halvorsrud, R., Kvale, K. and Følstad, A. (2016). Improving Service Quality through Customer Journey 
Analysis. Journal of service theory and practice, 26(6), 840 -867.
Homburg, C., Jozić, D., & Kuehnl, C. (2017). Customer experience management: Toward implementing an 
evolving marketing concept. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 45(3), 377 -401
Hui, S. K., Huang, Y., Suher, J., & Inman, J. J. (2013). Deconstructing the “first moment of truth”: 
understanding unplanned consideration and purchase conversion using in-store video tracking. Journal 
of Marketing Research, 50(4), 445 -462.
Huré, E., Picot-Coupey, K. and Ackermann, C. L. (2017). Understanding omni-channel shopping value: A 
mixed-method study. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 39, 314 -330.
Jeston, J. (2014): Business Process Management - Practical Guidelines to Successful Implementations. 
Routledge, London (3rd ed.).
Lemon, K. N., & Verhoef, P. C. (2016). Understanding Customer Experience Throughout the Customer 
Journey. Journal of Marketing, 80, 69 -96.
Lodgaard E., Gamme I., Aasland K.E. (2013). Success Factors for PDCA as Continuous Improvement 
Method in Product Development. In: Emmanouilidis, C., Taisch, M., Kiritsis, D. (eds), Advances in 
Production Management Systems. Competitive Manufacturing for Innovative Products and Services. 
APMS 2012. IFIP Advances in Information and Communication Technology, 397. Springer, Berlin, 
Considerations on the Customer Experience Management Cycle (David Marutschke)  11
Heidelberg.
Loudon, D. L. and Carter, T. (2013). Customer advisory boards: a strategic tool for customer relationship 
building. Routledge, New York.
Marutschke, D., Gournelos, T. and Ray, S. (2019). Understanding Fluency and Friction in Customer 
Experience Management. In Granata, G., Moretta Tartaglione, A., & Tsiakis, T. (ed.) Predicting Trends 
and Building Strategies for Consumer Engagement in Retail Environments. Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 
88 -108.
Melero, I., Sese, F. J. and Verhoef, P. C. (2016). Recasting the customer experience in today‘s omni-channel 
environment. University Business Review, 50, 18 -37.
Moon, H., Han, S. H., Chun, J. and Hong, S. W. (2016). A Design Process for a Customer Journey Map: A 
Case Study on Mobile Services. Human Factors and Ergonomics in Manufacturing & Service Industries, 
26(4), 501 -514.
Padgett, D., and Allen, D. (1997). Communicating Experiences: A Narrative Approach to Creating Service 
Brand Image. Journal of Advertising, 26(4), 49 -62.
Pantano, E. and Milena, V. (2015). Engaging consumers on new integrated multichannel retail settings: 
challenges for retailers. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 25, 106 -114.
Picot-Coupey, C., Huré, E. and Piveteau, L. (2016). Channel design to enrich customers’ shopping 
experiences: synchronizing clicks with bricks in an omni-channel perspective — the direct optic case. 
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 44(3), 336 -368.
Reichheld, F. F. (2003). The One Number You Need to Grow. Harvard Business Review, 81(December), 
46 -55. 
Rosenbaum, M. S., Otalora, M. L. and Ramírez, G.C. (2017). How to create a realistic customer journey map. 
Business Horizons, 60, 143 -150.
Shiri D. V., Sharon E. B. and Morgan, R. M. (2012). Customer Engagement: Exploring Customer 
Relationships Beyond Purchase. Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice, 20(2), 122 -146. 
Smith, A. D. (2006). Technology Advancements for Service Marketing and Quality Improvement. Services 
Marketing Quarterly, 27(4), 99 -113.
Spreng, R. A., & Mackoy, R. D. (1996). An empirical examination of a model of perceived service quality and 
satisfaction. Journal of Retailing, 72(2), 201 -214. 
Stein, A., and Ramaseshan, B. (2016). Towards the identification of customer experience touch point 
elements. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 30, 8 - 19.
Van Hagen, M. and Bron, P. (2014). Enhancing the experience of the train journey: changing the focus from 
satisfaction to emotional experience of customers. Transportation Research Procedia, 1(1), 253 -263.
Verhoef, P., Kannan, P. K. and Inman, J. J. (2015). From multi-channel retailing to omnichannel retailing: 
introduction to the special issue on multi-channel retailing. Journal of Retailing, 91 (2), 174 -181.
